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Argentine voters in legislative elections Oct. 14 clearly showed their displeasure with the
administration of President Fernando de la Rua and his Alianza coalition. The voters who went to
the polls and marked their ballots gave the opposition Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) a decisive
victory. The results weakened even more the presidency of de la Rua. The elections determined 127
of the 257 seats in the lower house of Congress, as well all 72 seats in the Senate. Until this election,
Argentina's senators have been elected by the provincial parliaments, which were also fully or
partially renovated in the election.
In each electoral district, the party with the largest number of votes gets two Senate seats and
the party that comes in second gets one. The "voto bronco" or anger vote deliberately spoiled or
blank ballots came in first in the city of Buenos Aires, with 27% of the ballots, while in Santa Fe,
Argentina's third- largest province, it exceeded 40%. Overall, the voto bronco was about 21% of
the total, seven times larger than in the average of the rest of the parliamentary elections since
democracy was restored in 1983. The large voto bronco showed Argentines' increasing cynicism
toward politics as a solution to the nation's problems.
In a Gallup poll before the elections, 80% of respondents expressed their "disenchantment" with
politics. "People are disillusioned," local pollster Ricardo Rouvier said. "They're angry with the
whole political class. They're angry because politicians aren't effective." In a post-election survey by
the Centro de Estudios de Opinion Publica (CEOP), 63% of those who cast blank or spoiled ballots
said they were expressing their rejection of the political establishment, while the rest simply found
no candidate whom they felt represented them. Voters are frustrated that de la Rua's administration
has failed to create jobs and solve chronic unemployment, now at 16.4%.
Even candidates running for the Alianza criticized the administration. They included former Cabinet
chief Rodolfo Terragno, running for the Senate for the city of Buenos Aires. He resigned his post
because of differences with the administration's economic policies.
Another Alianza critic was the Senate candidate for the province of Buenos Aires, former President
Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989), a leader of the Union Civica Radical (UCR) and a key person behind the
creation of the Alianza. He has strongly condemned the government's recent shift to the right. The
unifying figure in the election and the common enemy of the PJ, the Alianza, and the Alternativa
por una Republica de Iguales (ARI) was Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo, who symbolizes the
administration's rightward drift. Peronists make strong comeback In the Senate, the PJ will have 37
of the 72 seats, while the UCR will now have 21 and Frente del Pais Solidario (FREPASO) one.
In the 257-seat Chamber of Deputies, the PJ will have 102 seats, the UCR will have 78 and FREPASO
23. The ARI will have 17 seats in the lower house. Overall, the PJ took 40% of the vote, while the
Alianza received 23%. Election officials said that in the province of Buenos Aires, which has 39%
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of the electorate, the PJ took 36% of the vote and the Alianza 16%. In the city of Buenos Aires, the
second-largest district with 10% of the electorate, Alianza candidate Terragno came in first with 21%
of the vote, while the PJ's Gustavo Beliz came in second.
In Santa Fe, the PJ received 36% of the vote and the Alianza 26%. Peronists won by a huge margin
more than 20 percentage points in the Senate race for the province of Buenos Aires.
Former Buenos Aires governor Eduardo Duhalde of the PJ took 37.5% of the vote, while Alfonsin
received 15%. Duhalde, who was defeated by de la Rua in the 1999 presidential election, is now in
a good position for another presidential run in 2003. He said the time had come for de la Rua to
reconsider his prescriptions for the country's ailing economy. "This economic model, based on one
austerity program after another, has carried us to depression, recession, and chaos." said Duhalde.
"This is an ultimatum from the people: the policies must change because the situation is getting
worse." The latest austerity plan included drastic cuts in public spending to eliminate the fiscal
deficit and keep the government from having to seek fresh foreign credit. As part of the zero-deficit
plan, public-sector wages and pensions were cut as was the budget for health and social programs
targeting children and low-income sectors.
On Oct. 12, Minister of Social Development Juan Pablo Cafiero complained that the government
had cut funding for social projects by 90%. Cafiero is one of the few members of Alianza partner
FREPASO still holding a position in the de la Rua administration. Another politician who caught
widespread attention during the campaign was congressional Deputy Elisa Carrio, the leader of the
new center-left ARI. Carrio is a former ally and now outspoken critic of de la Rua's administration.
Although Carrio was not running for office in this election and is still serving out her term in the
lower house, she was very visible as she campaigned for her party's candidates.
Polls show she has emerged as the politician with the strongest credibility among the public.
At campaign rallies, she went after the free-market economic reforms Argentina has embraced
during the past decade, and was especially harsh toward the austerity measures imposed by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF). In August, the IMF approved an US$8 billion rescue package to
help Argentina avoid defaulting on its foreign debt.

Little change in policy likely
A survey carried out in September by the Graciela Romer polling firm found that only 4% of
respondents approved of de la Rua's performance as president. In 1999, de la Rua and the Alianza
campaigned on a pledge to root out corruption and design a government that followed the "third
way," the social democratic program of British Prime Minister Tony Blair. But in the first few months
of his term, the president supported an austerity program aimed at reducing the fiscal imbalance
inherited from former President Carlos Saul Menem, which deepened the then year-long recession.
All attempts to pull the economy out of recession have failed.
Some analysts said the election outcome should force the president to reconsider the austerity
measures that have brought widespread social unrest, including near daily blockades of rural
highways and frequent protests by the unemployed in major cities. But the president's initial
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reaction did not point to changes in policies. "After this election, I know many things must change,"
said de la Rua in a televised address. "There are some things that have not changed, and they are
the reasons for which I was elected president...to end excessive public spending and achieve a
balanced budget, without deficits."
Not everyone saw the election results as a bad omen. "We believe governability will not necessarily
be weakened by the Alianza defeat, as the executive might find it easier to negotiate with the
Peronist governors than with its own party members," said Pablo Goldberg, an emerging-market
analyst at Merrill Lynch.

-- End --
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